294	SOCIAL AND ECONOMIC HISTORY
meet with the help of the pennies they received. In those days
women often toiled in the fields like men (although paid less),
and their children with them. Otherwise, they stayed at home
spinning monotonously for hours on end. There seems to have
been a curious reluctance on the part of the government to
admit that there had come permanently into existence a labour-
ing class dependent solely upon wages, and without any land
at all on which to raise their daily bread. There is this excuse
to be advanced—that outside the larger towns there were
relatively few labourers. On the other hand there were many
artisans employed in the textile industry. The fewness of the
former and the multitude of the latter explain why there was
a distinction made in the wage assessments—a maximum wage
was fixed for the ordinary labourer, with penalties to punish the
employer who exceeded the established rate, but for the textile
artisan there was a minimum wage, with liberty to the employer
to pay as much more as he thought requisite.1 It is clear that
there was a scarcity of labourers but an excess of artisans. The
legislation dealing with wages was in conformity with the
economic tendencies of the age, but other laws were in contra-
diction, and their enforcement was often in the hands of those
most interested in seeing them remain a dead letter. Acts of
parliament, or proclamations, might try to maintain the
husbandman, but actually the growth of capitalism and farm-
ing for profit were creating a large class whose means of
existence was entirely derived from wages. And economic
forces proved stronger than the early Stuarts.
Throughout the seventeenth century the relief of the poor
depended upon the famous Elizabethan statute of i6oi.2 Ac-
cording to that enactment, the churchwardens of every parish,
together with substantial householders, were to be nominated
yearly by two or more justices of the peace as overseers of the
poor. The overseers were charged with setting to work the
children of paupers and all without adequate means and daily
employment, with raising by taxation such sums of money as
they thought necessary to provide a convenient stock of flax,
hemp, wool, thread, iron, and other wares for the employment
1	For the whole question of the assessment of wages, see R. H. Tawney, in Vier-
teljakrschriftfur Social- wnd Wirtschaftsgeschichte, xi (1913).
2	43 Eliz., c. 2, Statutes of the Realm, iv. 962-5. This statute was a re-enactment of
that of 1597, with slight changes. The latter is reprinted in J. R, Tanner, Tudor
Constitutional Documents (1930), pp. 488-94.

